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Design after Decline: How 
America Rebuilds Shrinking 
Cities
Brent Ryan
Reviewed by Daniel Widis
How to not only arrest the 
decline of cities constituting the 
American Rust Belt, but also 
reposition these former prosperous 
metropolises for future success 
is one of the most vexing and 
signifi cant issues facing urban design and planning 
professionals. Brent Ryan’s work, Design after Decline: 
How America Rebuilds Shrinking Cities, is an excellent 
addition to this incredibly relevant and growing literature. 
Using two case studies – Philadelphia and Detroit – Ryan 
details the precipitous decline of two of America’s former 
industrial giants and their attempts to halt what amounts 
to an inescapable spiral of population loss, crumbling 
infrastructure, and economic hardship. 
While the individual particulars maybe be different, 
the history of post-urban renewal development and 
design within Philadelphia and Detroit detail two cities 
without the suffi cient means or resources to dramatically 
reshape their respective urban environments.  For Detroit, 
a metropolis whose “post-urban renewal neighborhood 
redevelopment represented the nadir of post-decline 
urban design and urban policy,” the depleted housing 
stock and large vacant parcels created a perfect storm for 
rapid and comprehensive urban decay.  In Philadelphia, 
with a more proactive municipal government and resilient 
housing stock, the situation was not quite as bleak, 
but, nonetheless, the city struggled to arrest it’s urban 
decline.  Besides a few successful projects, the story and 
nature of development in Philadelphia mirrored Detroit: 
without available funds to purchase the land necessary to 
comprehensively redevelop struggling blocks and without 
the fi nancial incentives to entice private developers to 
pursue projects, neighborhoods in desperate need for 
wholesale redevelopment continued to deteriorate.
 According to Ryan, the failures evident in the cities 
of Detroit and Philadelphia are equal parts unimaginative, 
stale design and absent government policy and direction. 
The end of urban renewal marked the decline of lucrative 
federal government fi nancing of large-scale urban 
projects, funding which was critical to any municipal 
redevelopment effort.  Rather than exacerbating the 
deterioration of shrinking cities, Ryan poignantly argues 
that the imaginative, visionary zeal of modernism and 
the federal funding and political commitment associated 
with urban renewal was exactly what cities like Detroit 
and Philadelphia desperately needed.  According to Ryan, 
post-urban renewal development in these cities relied too 
heavily on non-profi ts and private developers who, for 
very real fi nancial reasons, could only manage projects 
with very limited footprints.  Even more, their respective 
designs were rarely daring and innovative, instead 
importing the conservative, but fi nancially lucrative 
suburban model. 
Ryan’s solution is that small-scale projects should 
be replaced with larger, more sweeping developments 
with the potential to substantively change the character 
and impression of an entire neighborhood, not just a 
small block or group of parcels.  Instead of reprocessing 
hackneyed suburban models, Ryan demands that projects 
commit to designs that transform, inspire, and actively 
project a better, more optimistic future. This solution, 
especially given the current fi nancial austerity and political 
climate, may be more fantasy than reality, but it presents 
a compelling and attractive paradigm that stresses both 
the necessity of realistic, participatory planning, but also 
projective, inspiring design.  What Ryan calls “palliative 
planning,” or recognizing that the conditions that have 
created cities like Detroit are beyond the scope of any 
development effort is critical. 
For those interested in America’s former industrial 
landscapes, and what can be done to reimagine and 
reposition these cities, Brent Ryan’s informative, and 
provocative work is a must read.
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Good Jobs, Bad Jobs
Arne Kalleberg
Reviewed by Heather Hunt
Arne Kalleberg’s Good 
Jobs, Bad Jobs is a deft and 
concentrated dose of gloom. 
Kalleberg’s central thesis - that 
the political, social and economic 
changes of the past 30 years have 
permanently altered the structure 
of the American labor system - 
is simple, but portends profound ramifi cations.  Among 
these, according to Kalleberg, is that work has become 
both more polarized and more precarious.  
In the fi rst section, Kalleberg tersely but supplely 
outlines the story of work in the US since World War 
II.  Starting with the “Great Compression” of the 1950s 
and 60s, he describes how a series of macroeconomic 
and sociological shocks - globalization, increasing price 
competition, the changing role of capital markets, the 
weakening of government regulation, the expansion of 
the service sector, and ideological shifts, among others 
- disrupted the prevailing employment relationships and 
led to a restructured workplace that stripped workers of 
infl uence and protection.  Additionally, these larger trends 
interacted with demographic changes such as increasing 
rates of college attendance, growth in dual earner families 
and immigration.  As Kalleberg tells it, the net result was 
a weakened middle class, a greater divide between good 
and bad jobs, and increased job insecurity. 
Had the author unpacked this narrative a bit, it 
would have provided more than suffi cient material for 
a full-length book.  But in the second section, Kalleberg 
provides empirical evidence of the increasing polarization 
and precarity of work.  While Kalleberg avoids scary 
math, the pace of the book slows.  Some of his conclusions 
are stronger than others, but overall this section works 
well to drive home his earlier assertions.  No one data 
point is crucial; it’s the slow brick by brick accumulation 
of evidence that proves persuasive here. He closes with 
the mandatory policy section that suggests lovely but 
politically impractical solutions like fl exicurity. Still, an 
author has to try, right?
The data chapters demonstrate some of Good Jobs, 
Bad Jobs strengths and weaknesses.  On the one hand, the 
chapter on polarization is riveting.  Kalleberg’s discussion 
of polarization within occupations and between standard 
and nonstandard workers is fresh and eye-opening.  The 
descriptions are short and punchy; the data analysis moves 
crisply; the explanations pull together themes introduced 
earlier and tie them up in a neat package.  
On the other hand, the chapter on precarity is 
less persuasive.  Kalleberg’s description of the rise of 
insecurity seems anecdotal, a shortcoming compounded 
by the lack of longitudinal data.  Perhaps recognizing this, 
Kalleberg tries to ratchet up the drama.  I appreciate a 
little purple in my prose, but rhetorical claims in the midst 
of modest data undermine the power of his argument at 
times. 
Good Jobs, Bad Jobs sacrifi ces depth and nuance 
for the sake of brevity (and knows it).  One can quibble 
with its conception of work as a series of black and white 
dichotomies - good/bad, secure/insecure, shared wealth/
inequality, standard/nonstandard, etc. - that obscure 
important gray areas.  Kalleberg’s portrayal of work as 
the product of reinforcing and interlocking forces, while 
powerful, at times comes across as rigid or mechanistic. 
Additionally, because he doesn’t stop to defi ne terms, the 
book might be a little dense for the average reader.  
However, these are small cavils.  Good Jobs, Bad Jobs 
packs a lot of punch.  Kalleberg’s writing is wonderfully 
clear, concise and accessible.  Don’t be deceived by the 
simple, Dr. Seuss-like title.  At its heart, this book is about 
the nature and signifi cance of work and the restoration of 
the social contract. 
Why Good People Can’t Get 
Jobs
Peter Cappelli
Reviewed by Julianne Stern
 
In a slim new volume, Why 
Good People Can’t Get Jobs, 
Wharton management professor 
Peter Cappelli argues that there 
is a market failure in how fi rms 
match up their demand for work 
with the supply of skills. The 
underlying problem that occupies most of Cappelli’s 
analysis is that the tight labor market of the 1990s gave 
employers the luxury of defaulting to what he calls a 
“Home Depot” approach to jobs, where fi rms see workers 
as interchangeable, readily available replacement parts. 
Implicit in this approach are the ideas that a job description 
is static and that a job candidate should be able to “hit the 
ground running,” an ability which candidates demonstrate 
to hiring managers (or software) primarily by having 
performed the exact same duties in a previous job. The 
deleterious role of hiring systems has been the most 
widely discussed element of Cappelli’s argument. But this 
automation and concomitant reduced analytical capability 
of human resources departments is only a symptom of a 
bigger problem with how fi rms defi ne and identify worker 
skill requirements. 
Cappelli challenges employers’ expectation that 
candidates should be able to hit the ground running on 
day one by describing an essential fallacy of the skills 
mismatch hypothesis: the standard prescription for closing 
the skills gap is better and more accessible education, but 
the skills employers say they lack are overwhelmingly not 
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skills learned in the classroom, or even skills particularly 
related to new types of jobs. Rather, employers report 
the biggest defi cits in soft skills, while technical skills 
and specialized computer/IT skills actually rank quite 
low. These soft skills, Cappelli argues, are precisely 
those that are best learned on the job. Cappelli presents a 
compelling economic rationale for fi rms to “make” rather 
than “buy” desirably skilled workers. Firms employ 
sophisticated analysis to the evaluate the “make vs. buy” 
decision for almost every input besides labor; but since 
it is diffi cult to estimate the value-added of a particular 
employee, fi rms frequently lack the tools and expertise to 
compare the cost of leaving the position vacant during a 
long search with the cost of simply training an otherwise 
skilled candidate. 
But a deeper issue with the “Home Depot model,” 
which Cappelli touches on only in passing, is the 
diffi culty that hiring managers have in identifying skill 
requirements for vacant positions. While the problem 
is compounded by interactions between multiple hiring 
managers and perfunctory HR systems (including hiring 
software systems), the fundamental sticking point is 
the unwillingness of managers at many fi rms to think 
critically about what combination of skills is actually 
necessary to make a candidate successful. All too often, 
candidates are screened based on academic qualifi cations 
which, as discussed above, match up poorly with the 
skills that employers say are most important and in 
shortest supply in the new economy. 
What Cappelli does not say is that, especially 
in service and creative sectors, managers frequently 
do not have a very clear idea to begin with of how 
their subordinates do their jobs or what skills make 
them successful. This defi ciency, which underlines 
the degree to which the skills gap is perceived vs. 
real, is an important leverage point for institutions like 
workforce intermediaries which focus on closing the 
gap. While Cappelli’s data, anecdotes, and analysis 
provide innovative food for thought for workforce 
planners, he does not push his analysis very far into the 
realm of creative policy solutions. This provocative and 
readable volume is ultimately only a starting point to help 
workforce planners begin to unpack perceptions of the 
skills gap.
Networks Cities
James Brearley and Fang Qun
Reviewed by Daniel Hedglin
Post-Mao China has 
undergone a level of urbanization 
that is unprecedented in size and 
speed. Large districts, cities, and 
even regions have appeared where 
little used to exist.  Chinese planners 
have generally used traditional, mono-zone strategies 
with high densities to accommodate this growth. James 
Brearley and Fang Qun’s bilingual Chinese and English-
language book Networks Cities, provides a mixture of 
essays, master plans, and case studies throughout China 
that highlight the shortcomings of this traditional planning 
model and offers a vision on how innovative planning 
techniques can provide a more sustainable foundation for 
China’s future growth.
At the heart of the book is a collection of essays that 
discuss the basis for a concept called “networked cities.” 
Rather than traditional, mono-functional zones that 
separate land uses, Brearley and Qun advocate zoning 
through an overlapping network of vertical and horizontal 
land use stripes. The resulting system creates a vibrant web 
of mixed uses dispersed across a city. The authors argue 
that this web of connected uses decreases the isolation 
and excessive travel time that characterize single-use 
development, thus creating a more environmentally 
sustainable and socially vibrant living environment.
Interspersed between these essays are a collection 
of award-winning master plans completed by Brearley 
and Qun’s planning fi rm, BAU International. These plans 
utilize vivid maps and pictures to describe how BAU 
International integrates this “networked city” concept into 
their work. Each plan pulls out the networks within them, 
giving the reader a clear understanding of the connectivity 
that underlies each area. Somewhat surprisingly, though 
all projects contained in the book were developed for 
China, the master plans contain few elements that are 
uniquely “Chinese”; however, only in an area that is 
urbanizing at such a rapid pace would these grand plans 
be appropriate or even feasible.
The fi nal section of the book provides a case study 
of three radically different districts in Shanghai, one 
of the fastest growing cities in China, to highlight the 
shortcomings of the traditional development model.  One 
district is characterized by tree-lined sidewalks, small 
blocks, and mixed uses, while the other two districts 
exemplify the more recent mono-use style of the past 
two decades.  Focusing on the urban design of these 
developments at the ground level through spatial analysis 
and pictures, the authors show how modern mono-use 
enclaves discourage walking and connectivity within 
city districts through large fences and minimal diversity 
along the street. By highlighting the shortcoming of these 
massive new enclaves, Brearley and Qun strengthen their 
case for an opening for a more integrated, human-friendly 
form of development like their network cities.
China is a rapidly urbanizing country, with the pace of 
its development bringing about signifi cant environmental 
and social challenges. Many voices from around China 
and the world have arisen to provide solutions to these 
unprecedented challenges; Networks Cities is Brearley 
and Qun’s engaging and eye-catching attempt to add their 
voice and vision to this conversation.
